Ship Comes In' The Observer, October 8 2006) . For this commentator, the partaking of art unproblematically signals pleasure-seeking behaviour turned outwards, toward objects, and away from the fractious politics of identity. Here art is figured as part and parcel of a neoliberal capitalist present; galleries are understood as uncritical and non-conflictual spaces 4 , part of a commercial scene where freedom from the past enables the post-historical (postfinite) present of consumption to reign supreme. If, on a kinder reading, the implication is that the presence of art might be a sociological measure of the 'normal' and good circulation of social and cultural capital, replacing the 'abnormal' and bad social capital of sectarianism, there remains a yawning avoidance of the critical engagement that artworks proffer.
While formal legal transitional mechanisms do not simply ignore the past in an attempt to impose a model of the future, many of these mechanisms explicitly attempt to 'deal' with the past (Bell, 2003) , hoping to produce citizen-subjects who are 'over' that past, and implicitly imagine a future in which the conflict becomes merely historical, a narrative or set of narratives that do not constrain the sentiments and identifications of those in the present. But as in so many countries emerging from violent conflict, the problem of the past constantly reappears even as the image of the future is conjured up. Events, such as the attacks on army barracks in Antrim in March 2009 or the reaction to the Eames report 5 earlier that year, suggest that the present still harbours these 'past' sentiments that evidently run deep and that can appear violently. More recently still, the fraught negotiations over the devolution of policing and justice in January 2010, illustrate that each step in the process of devolution and transition is likely to be held up to critical scrutiny in which voices from 'the past' are necessarily given legitimate airing. This being so, it might be objected, one hardly needs artworks to question the hegemony of the discourse of Peace.
But if it is precisely in the (dialectical) image that Benjamin saw the political possibility of a questioning of the present. Through the image's 'telescoping of the past through the present' (V, p 588 (N7a, 3) -'it is not that the past throws its light on the present, or that the present its light on the past, but [the dialectical] image is that wherein the past comes together with the present in a constellation. '(Arcades, V p576 (N2a, 3, quoted in BuckMorss, 1989 :291) -it is here that one finds a mode of critical questioning of the present that renders the present problematic not in terms of perceived exclusions nor with reference to a past that cannot or will not be erased, but in terms of the present's inability to be conceived through a linear conception of time. That is, the past and its relation to both the present and to the future are set in oscillation as artworks explore the complex temporalities of a present self-consciously attempting to narrate itself away from the past. The artworks are not only 'without the bigotry of conviction', as Seamus Deane put it, but also suggest that the task of dealing with the past is flawed wherever the past is conceived as a history that can be rendered present to be judged by subjects who are thereby placed beyond it.
That is the illusion of a present 'no-time' that dovetails with the desires of commercial enterprise and neo-liberal conceptions of freedom.
In the sections that follow, these issues are discussed with reference to the work of four contemporary artists in Northern Ireland: the paintings of Rita Duffy, the photography and installation work of Anthony Haughey, and the sculptural works of Philip Napier and Mike Hogg. If you travel into Belfast city centre by the airport bus, you will pass a piece of public art on Oxford Street/Lanyan Place by Belfast artist Rita Duffy, whose work has frequently considered precisely the question of how the peaceable, de-militarised and normalised Northern Ireland will be able to 'domesticate' legacies of violent historical events.
'Dreams ' (2004) is no exception insofar as it is composed of portraits etched onto metal sheets of forty children in five sections, with a glass backlit panel at the centre of each of the sections containing scrolls on which those children have recorded their dreams ( Figure   1 ). Juxtaposing the past and present -using metal etchings to refer to Northern Ireland's sheet-metal industrial past, alongside children's hopes as the foundation upon which fortunes now depend -the piece not only states a truism, but is also a critical commentary,
a questioning of what is unquestioned as transition unfolds.
Figure 1 Rita Duffy 'Dreams' Public artwork, Belfast
Like the scrolls, the future is inaccessible, but it is linked to the activities of the present, such that how the past tears into the present, and how it is communicated across generations -on the level of affect as much as formally -makes the present vulnerable if state-led, legalistic modes alone define transitional efforts. The rendering of the Troubles as History, and the treatment of past events as a series of historic events or legal cases, cannot begin to understand the complex but everyday, habitual modes in which the past colours the present, still all too often structured around divisions that Peace Agreements seek to render void, and that cast a long shadow over the future. Like another of her pieces -'Veil ' (2002) , in which six heavy metal doors salvaged from Armagh women's prison stand to form a hexagon into which the viewer can peek, and through which one sees a brilliant red interior in which hundreds of glass teardrops hang (Figure 2 ) -the artwork can be understood to form a critical constellation; not in the sense of revealing an essential component or level of society that escapes notice, but in interrupting the assumption that the present can ever be fully present, or that the issues at stake in Peace Agreements could ever be brought to full presence to be subject to debate and agreement. Nor, by the same token, can an artwork achieve such a feat; yet its play of juxtapositions can perform as a Benjaminian irruptive critical constellation, interrupting that assumption, and forcing an awareness of processes of narrativisation by which the events of the Troubles become History. By orienting us around these details, the artworks draw the spectator's attention to the pomp and paraphernalia of, and integral to, the performativity of justice. Viewed alongside the other paintings in her exhibition, however, Duffy's work prompts not simply a wry look at legal theatricalities and the diagrams of power they suggest, but also a contemplation of processes of transitional justice.
Artworks are able to subtract -to lift one aspect, such as the wig, out of its context - on which Duffy has painted a dropped white handkerchief, evoking in its simplicity, Father the simple white handkerchief, the ghostly coat of a young woman. Here also is the difference between the art gallery and the museum in which Farrell's original jacket is displayed, since the jacket in the museum is accompanied by a narrative; indeed, it is ensconced within a particular republican historical museum in Belfast and has its attendant written account. In the art exhibition, by contrast, the painted jacket is lifted in both substance and theme by its rendering in paint and by its display alongside these other pieces of cloth. It is lifted out of a biographical or republican narrative, and eschewing these -as 'history breaks down into images' (Benjamin, Vol 5:596) -is given a proximity to other images that have been crafted from the same materials and techniques (such that the canvas, oil, graphite serve to unite -visually, sensually -as much as do the 'thematic' of the exhibition). It refuses to place us against that history, beyond it, in order to comment upon it; but it invites critique through the details, the fragments, of that significant past. This is also what makes this space different from the work of 'making public' of the murals, which 10 The Widgery and Saville Inquiries were judicial inquiries established under the Tribunals of Inquiry (Evidence) 1921 Act, the latter established in January 1998 in order to reexamine the events of that day. 11 In the first in relation to the European Convention on Human Rights, and in the second in relation to a perceived need to address a 'definite matter of public importance.' The public inquiry is in the UK public law tradition, but in its second instance here it was arguably close to the truth and reconciliation commissions in other parts of the world, including, unusually, international judges (Hegarty, 2003) .
have the widest reputation outside Northern Ireland in terms of politicised visual culture there. Although no longer true across the board, it is still the case that the murals depict purposefully partisan accounts of history, celebrating for example, 'freedom fighters' or those who have lost their lives for the republican or unionist cause, or casting doubt on the sincerity of the 'other side' in the Peace process. In the art gallery, the visual rhetoric is not intending to 'draw support' (Rolston, 1992) as do the murals, but to draw reflection and a different set of connections. It is interruptive in the sense that it starts to suggest the problem of transition, a problem that law cannot consider within its procedural constraints.
The images, like dream images, are without a coherent narrative; they cannot fall into a line of historical progress, cannot be connected to the present through the dominant narratives, except as details that must be rendered past, understood as 'dealt with' through legal and quasi-legal mechanisms that are part of the Peace process. But like dream images, they will continue to return, and will resist any attempt to fully explain them in terms of linear time.
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Through gathering these fragments and details, the most profound problem of transition is held up, 'arrested' for critical examination. Duffy calls this exhibition 'Cuchulain Comforted', the title of W. B. Yeats' poem concerning the Celtic warrior who, according to legend, wrapped himself in cloth as his enemies approached so that they would not know that he was mortally wounded. As they drew close, his sword fell and cut off the hand of one of his foes, and in return Cuchulain's own hand was severed. He remains an ambiguous figure, celebrated in republicanism -Oliver Sheppard's (1912) sculpture of the warrior, originally commissioned as a memorial to the 1798 rebellion, now stands in the General Post Office in Dublin, a memorial to the 1916 Easter uprising (Kelly, 1996 :12) -but also as the hound of Ulster, a hero who defended the province against invasion from the South, a defence whose necessity is associated with a loyalist rendering of history. So while 'Cloth' became the simple title of the exhibition's publication that Duffy produced alongside the commissioned poem by poet Paul Muldoon (2007), the political ambiguities of the mythical figure of Cuchulain evoke the highly ambiguous desire 12 For the poet Paul Muldoon, who responds to Duffy's work in the accompanying collaborative book, Duffy's paintings evoke the history of flax-production in Northern Ireland, details of violent incidents during the Troubles, various specific cloths, in a series of loosely connected autobiographical verses that remember people, facts and scenes. Insofar as these memories and facts are prompted by Duffy's exhibitions, they belong in that sense both 'only' to Muldoon but also to the creative connection that the paintings prompted.
and comforts associated with being bound. Cloth can comfort but also bind one too tightly, it can cover in order to protect but also to hide, it can be used to heal but also to deceive.
Moreover, in Northern Ireland -where cloth has historically been a key industry, with linen production a main source of survival especially for the Catholic community given the discriminatory employment practices ship-building industries -it is of course also readily associated with rituals not only of the legal profession but of the church, that is, with the rituals of the 'men of the cloth'. And which cloth one waves, or seeks comfort within, is precisely -if crudely -the history of politics in Northern Ireland. These, as well as the maternal rituals of domestic pride, of laundry and tablecloths, which seek to maintain order even within disorder, are evoked by Duffy's paintings from the 'Cuchulain Comforted' exhibition ( Figure 6 ). Bringing the warrior's cloths into proximity with the domestic and embodied rituals that maintain individual and social decorum, Duffy provokes wonder at how the rituals of 'civilised society' -tablecloths and handkerchiefs, but also of justice and legal processesare maintained in the midst of conflict, how they carry on despite and perhaps sometimes in resolute ignorance of all which threatens to interrupt them. Furthermore, in the period of transition, the rituals of justice and legal process are maintained despite the paradox, noted by many scholars of transitional justice, of the state's own participation in the violence that its courts are then asked to consider.
As with much of Duffy's earlier work, there is concern here with the experience of everyday existence within a society in which the need to enact rituals to confer identity and stability has been both a comfort and a conservative mimesis that sustains closed communities united by past and potential acts of violence. altering the values of the past, so that the citizen-subjects desire a future set in opposition to a past? It has become widely accepted that in order to create conditions for peaceable futures in societies emerging from violent pasts, there need to be mechanisms for dealing with those pasts. And while these formal mechanisms of transitional justice do not in and 13 The phrase is a reference to the W.B.Yeats poem.
of themselves create Peace, they can be said to aim to provide a sort of equilibrium or balance such that society may move forward peaceably. The Belfast Agreement, as the principal example here, is understood, socio-legally, as a mechanism for dealing with the past; but it is also, perhaps principally, understood as a document that seeks to design the future.
As part of their collaborative exhibition 'The Soft Estate ' (2006) , Philip Napier and Mike Hogg explored the assumptions and technologies of such designs, which are essentially speculative, but which are drawn up in much the same way, and accompanied by much the same rhetoric, as civil engineering projects, as if a future architectural space were being modelled to be sold to the consumer-population.
At the centre of their installation is a table (Figure 7 ). Reconciliation, in other words, might be a false goal, one that fails to recognise democracy's constitutive antagonisms.
But the peculiarities of a transition to democracy is not only about how antagonisms need to remain in altered forms, but also about how the present cannot fully present the past to which it seeks to oppose an imagined future.
In mechanisms of transitional justice, and in the cultural life of 'wounded societies', past events are reproduced again and again: in Inquiries such as those into the events of Bloody Sunday, in novels and films, in counselling sessions, in individual's narrations.
The past will return, and the present cannot be done with it. The table here is a reproduction of one that has presumably rotted at sea, disintegrated by salt water; yet it appears here again, crafted again from the still-existent plans, not in order to judge colonial history or comment on the decline of traditional industries, but as comment on the peculiarity of reproductions and the precariousness of the process of moving from plans to product. 15 In an interview with the author.
The plan has to be accurate or the piece will not stand-up, however much 'support' it has. With the reproduction of a piece of furniture, issues of measurement, balance, weight, angles and joins are all important. A second piece in Napier and Hogg's exhibition humorously confirms this; a normal kitchen table has been sawn in half and is extended the length of the gallery, its mid-rift a series of wooden planks, clamped with G-clamps, to the point, it seems, of near collapse (Figure 9 ).
Figure 9: Philip Napier and Mike Hogg 'The Soft Estate' 2007 (Temple Bar Gallery, Dublin) Copyright the artist
It is close to its own limit, close to not being able to retain itself in It is peculiar, Napier and Hogg suggest, that the language of civil engineering is mimicked in these discussions, as if the future were a matter of testing the site, consulting the residents and drafting the plans. The architectural language of 'blueprints for peace', 'cornerstones of agreement', 'firm foundations', suggest as much. But the modes by which a population's inclination let alone capacity for that desired future might be measured are more complex than those employed in recreating the table. It is not that plans are 'bad' per se, but that they involve the 'attention' and co-ordination of their elements. Much of Mike Hogg's work has been about the sense of suspension in Northern Ireland in which people continue to live while waiting for something to occur (the end of hostilities, a co-ordinated peace plan, an agreement to return to the peace plan). Here, the issue is the modes by which people can plan a self-generated momentum out of that suspended state, in a way that neither table can.
The laughable but deadly serious characterisations employed by marketing companies, generated precisely to allow commercial enterprises, as well as politicians, to 'get the measure' of the population, divide people into bizarre-sounding groupings. In the exhibition, these terms -'rust belt residualists', 'urban adventurers', 'welfare borderline' -are displayed on the wall on a gauge resembling a height chart or a buoyancy measurement painted on the bow of a ship (Figure 10 ).
Figure 10: Philip Napier and Mike Hogg 'The Soft Estate' 2006 (Golden Thread Gallery, Belfast) Copyright the artist
In marketing worlds, these terms are intended to measure the desires of groupings of people so that they can be targeted for particular products or messages; the terms are accompanied by descriptions of this 'type'. In this age of 'knowing capitalism' (Thrift, 2005 ; see also Savage and Burrows, 2007) , these descriptions are based on analyses of known transactions collated by groups such as Mosaic and sold as predictive aids to those who wish to know, for example, which particular product or idea to 'float' with which subsection of the population. But the gap between prediction and result, probability and outcome, is of course, the gap of risk. Any plan, and any design -the Titanic, the table, a commercial product, a Peace Agreement -involves risk. While it would be peculiar to say that no peace plan attends to human sentiment, since they are all about moulding a future as acceptable to the People, the possibility of doing so accurately calls for an instrument for which no adequate calibration exists.
In an earlier work -'Gauge' (1997) -Napier had explored another impossible measurement that has accompanied transition: how one might 'weigh up' a public apology.
'Gauge' was first shown at the Orchard Gallery in Derry on the 25 th anniversary of Bloody Sunday, and later installed in now derelict buildings that remain in Glenfada Park, site of some of the fatal shootings ( Figure 11 ). 11: Philip Napier 'Gauge' 1997 (installation view, Orchard Gallery, Derry) Copyright the artist 'Gauge' highlights the impossibility of doing justice to the past, or evaluating it in relation to a speech act in the present; the artwork complicates the temporalities at stake here, refusing the insertion of the events of Bloody Sunday, and by extension each of the state killings, into a continuum of historical progress that culminates in a present that is 'over' the past. Rather, as Benjamin would have argued, the reality but non-actuality of the past accompanies the present, flashing up and even acting upon it in those moments of danger.
The (Figure 12 ). of what the group decided the mural should depict, but a map of the conversation itself, a 'raw' aesthetic outcome, a translation that does not worry about the impossibilities, nonsequent non-equivalences of that conversation in the way that a consensus-building exercise might. The question of how to depict a loyalist future that does not remain simply locked into repetition of past images was not solved in that exercise. But perhaps the meeting of language-users does not, and need not, result in consensus; perhaps the gathering, the mulling, produces things other than agreement. Like an artwork, for example. It is precisely the idea that one could ever measure, translate or summarise the impact of encounters -including the aesthetic -which is the provocation here. It is the sense that these peculiar measures and translations are nevertheless continually going on, attempting to assess the past, to balance it against a present and a future form, that makes this work a critical constellation, a problematising of political narrativisations that mimic the assumptions of engineering and commercial strategies as if the task were merely to seek and collect data to be collated in order to design and ultimately to produce the future.
IV. Common: The Work of Anthony Haughey
We have been exploring how, if the future cannot be simply produced anew, it is in part because it has to be built upon a present in which the past is littered. In some of his early Europe, Haughey suggests a common problem: that Peace can never simply be done with the past. But the past does not show itself with any clarity, and the remnants, the fragments, are -as both Benjamin and Freud knew so well -not there to be collected and pieced back together; they are strewn over the present only metaphorically speaking. It is no straightforward task to (re)collect and consider them. Rather, the task of their gathering is performed with the 'jerky gait' of the ragpicker who 'every few moments, … must stop to gather refuse, which he throws in his wicker basket'(AP 364). And even when all are gathered, their meaning and their impact is not thereby understood for their collective meaning, like that of dream-images, is always a highly speculative endeavour, which is not to say that it is fanciful. In transitional societies, I have been arguing, when there is a concerted effort to address the future, there is also necessarily a convoluted attempt at a performative overcoming of the past, a past that is continually called up in order that it be shown to be behind 'us' (Bell, 2004) . It is not just that the fragments of the past reappear at every turn, therefore, but the future as common and shared seems to rely upon the recollected past as its very condition.
Haughey's interest in the situation in Ireland led him to explore situations of transition in other countries. His installation piece 'Resolution' is, in part, the recreation of an actually existing space, the International Centre for Missing Persons (ICMP) in Tuzla, Bosnia, set up to identify the horrifying remnants, the thousands of bodies discovered, mostly, in mass graves. There is a mundane office space, with desk and chair, shelves, files and a monitor, where a video shows a technician's hands as he searches bags of belongings and a broom that repeatedly sweeps away the dust that accumulates on the linoleum floor ( Figure 13 ), as if to suggest that the desire to sweep away the past is always in tension with the search for a justice for past wrongs. . As Susan Buck-Morss has explored, both 'shared the paradox inherent in the juxtaposition of those two concepts that, while they are the signature of politics in the modern era, do not rest comfortably next to each other: "democracy", rule by the people, and "sovereignty", supreme power of the governing regime ' (2000:14) .
Peace Agreements repose the problem acutely in our current era: how to establish an authoritative institutionalised governance over a people who still understand themselves as divided? And this question masks the more fundamental one: how to govern legitimately in an era when legitimacy has to have its modern political meaning, ie. in accordance with the people's 'general will'.
In more recent work, the exhibition 'Migrations' (Belfast Exposed 
V. Concluding Remarks
While Walter Benjamin spoke of the past being 'telescoped' through the present, placing the present 'in a critical condition' (Arcades, N), he understood that the resulting critical constellation would also necessarily include the future (Caygill, 1998:98) . The critical task in Northern Ireland, the work of critique, that is, cannot be premised on an understanding of the present as the culmination -or indeed, as a repetition -of the past; the processes of Peace, if Peace has any meaning, have to be aligned to the present as a 'nowtime' that the past is unable to fully explain. In approaching the dialectical image, therefore, Benjamin made clear that the present has to guide the assembly of historical fragments in order to properly orientate the work of critique. Without that 'pull' -Benjamin speaks of it as a 'magnetic pole' -reconstructions of the past are arbitrary and without critical significance for the present.
Peace processes are by definition fraught affairs, in which arguments about how to understand the past and its relationship to the present are central; even after formal all-party agreements, as in Northern Ireland, the extent to which the past is truly past continues to be hotly debated, as all participants are aware that the peace process is on-going, performative, and in need of continued commitment. But to critique the present too often falls into a desire to resurrect a political imaginary from the past, to pursue it anew in the present.
Against such a desire, against any sense of returning to the past or representing the past, and instead in the spirit of Benjamin's reflections on critical constellations, this article has explored contemporary artworks which can be thought to work to problematise the notion of return as well as any notion of historical progress as it is often articulated.
Problematising 
